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The United Nations 


Towards the end of the Second World War the victorious allies 


decided to set up a world organisation to replace the failed League 
of Nations. The United Nations was founded in 1945. From 1952, 
the UN had a permanent headquarters in New York. 


POWER IN THE UN 


The Secretary General 


The person in charge of the day-to-day running of the 
United Nations is called the Secretary General. 


The General Assembly 


All member states send representatives to a General 
Assembly. This is a place for the discussion of world 
problems. By 1995 there were 185 members of the 

General Assembly. It has no real power. It can make 
recommendations but they are not binding on members. 
Before 1960 the USA had great influence over the General 
Assembly. This changed as more and more former colonies 
became independent. The newly independent countries 
were often critical of US policy. 


The Security Council 


Power in the UN lies in the hands of a small committee of 
member states called the Security Council. This originally 
had representatives from eleven countries; the number was 
increased to fifteen in 1965. Five powerful countries had 
permanent membership: the USA, the USSR (Russia 
since 1992), China, Britain and France. Each 
permanent member of the Security Council has 
a veto over any decisions. The veto rule can 
stop the Security Council from being effective. 
In the days of the Cold War the Americans and 
the Soviets rarely agreed on major issues. The 
USSR repeatedly used its power of veto. Other 
countries took turns at having membership of 
the Security Council. 


The General Assembly of the y ASh 


United Nations. = ` 
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The UN in action 


The UN has been effective on some occasions when the use of force 
had the full backing of the USA. The Korean War (1950-3) and the 
Gulf War (1990-91) were both fought by the USA in the name of the 
UN. If two sides in a conflict were ready to talk, the UN was able to 
mediate and bring them together. In this way the UN helped to 
bring about ceasefires at the end of wars such as the Iran-Iraq War 
(1980-88). Like the League of Nations before it, the United Nations 
has no armed forces of its own. The UN had great difficulty in 
peace-keeping during the civil wars that started in 1991 in the 


former Yugoslavia. 


While the UN has only had limited success in peace-keeping, it has 
done much good in many other areas of life. There are a large 
number of UN agencies that aim to help different groups of people 
across the world. The World Health Organisation runs projects in 
many poor countries in order to improve people's health. The Food 
and Agriculture Organisation encourages farmers in poorer 
countries to develop farming methods. The United Nations High 
Commission for Refugees provides basic help to people who have 
had to flee their homeland. 


Discussion points 


> How is the United Nations organised? 


> How successful has the United Nations been? 


The UN in action: 
Korea and the Congo 


The United Nations was set up by the winners of the Second World War. Like the League 


of Nations after the First World War it was intended to ensure an end to war. The UN 


faced many challenges in the following years, such as conflicts in Korea and the Congo. 


How successful was the United Nations 
in the Korean and Congo crises? 


When the United Nations was founded in 1945 its members signed a document, known as the 


Charter of the United Nations, that set out the aims and principles of the organisation. 


SOURCE A 


The opening words of the United Nations Charter, signed in 
June 1945, set out the main purpose of the United Nations: 


We are determined to save succeeding generations from the 
scourge of war, which twice in our lifetime has brought untold 
sorrow to mankind. 


The United Nations and the Cold War 


How would the UN ensure world peace in the way described by 
Source A? How would it avoid repeating the failures of the League of 
Nations? The founders of the UN hoped that it would be an effective 
force for peace because it would be led by the same powerful 
countries that had been able to unite and destroy Hitler. The League 
of Nations had been fatally weakened by the absence of the USA 
and other powerful countries. The UN did not have this problem. Its 
membership included the most powerful countries in the world: the 
USA, the USSR and Britain. The American President, Roosevelt, 
hoped that these three states could act together in leading the 
United Nations, just as they fought together against Hitler. 


The organisation of the United Nations reflected the fact that the 
wartime allies intended to work together to impose peace on the 
world. Under their joint leadership, the UN was intended to be a 
‘policeman’ for all of humanity. The Security Council had a special 


responsibility for international peace. It was controlled by its 


permanent members, which included the wartime allies. The UN 
Charter described how the Security Council could try to stop 
countries from attacking other states. It could order trade sanctions: 
member states would stop selling goods to any aggressive country. 
If sanctions failed, the Security Council could order military action 
by United Nations forces. A Military Staff Committee was set up to 
control any United Nations force and it had members from each of 


the five permanent member-states. 


The plans of the wartime leaders — Roosevelt, Stalin and Churchill 
— did not work out very well in practice. The organisation of the 
United Nations was based on the assumption that the most 
powerful countries would continue to co-operate after the war but 
this did not happen. The Cold War soon developed and the two 
superpowers, the USA and the USSR, became extremely hostile 
towards each other. The Cold War disrupted the work of the 
Security Council. The Americans and the Soviets constantly 
disagreed and this stopped the Security Council from acting 
effectively to stamp out wars. American proposals were 
consistently vetoed by the Soviet Union; Soviet suggestions were 
blocked by the American veto. The result was deadlock. In both the 
Korean and the Congo crises the work of the UN was influenced 


and distorted by superpower rivalry. 
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The UN in Korea 


The United Nations used armed force against North Korea and 
China during the Korean War, 1950-53. Communist North Koreans 
invaded South Korea. A UN army, led by the USA, invaded Korea 
and tried to drive the communists back. When it seemed that the UN 
forces might conquer the whole of Korea, the North Koreans were 
reinforced by troops from communist China. The war eventually led 
to stalemate and Korea remained divided into communist North 
Korea and non-communist South Korea. There are at least two 


possible interpretations of the role of the UN in the Korean War: 


Interpretation A 
The Korean War was a success for the United Nations. It showed 


that the UN could take firm action against aggression. 


Interpretation B 

The Korean War was a failure for the United Nations. The UN 
forces were completely dominated by the USA. The Korean War 
showed that the Cold War had ruined the original idea of the 
United Nations. 


Divisions in the Security Council 


Communists took power in most of China in 1949. The Americans 
would not allow the new communist government to join the Security 
Council. Instead the Chinese place on the Security Council 
remained occupied by the non-communist nationalists who, by 
1949, only controlled the Chinese island of Taiwan. The argument 
about who should represent China became another episode in the 
bitter Cold War. The Soviet Union demanded that the nationalist 
Chinese should leave the Security Council and give way to the 
communist Chinese. In protest, the Soviet representatives walked 
out of the Security Council in January 1950. In June 1950 North 
Korea invaded South Korea and the Security Council met to discuss 
its response. The absence of representatives from the Soviet Union 
meant that they were not able to veto the American proposal to help 
South Korea. 


A UN army or an American army? 


The UN army that fought against the communists in Korea was 
dominated by the USA and was led by the US General MacArthur. 


> Activity 


Look back to pages 124-7 to find out the detail of what 
happened during the Korean War. Using that unit and 


the following information and sources, decide which of 


the two interpretations, A or B, you think is correct. 


The government of the United States controlled the war and simply 
reported its decisions to the Security Council. Another 15 countries 
supplied troops to the UN but they were a small minority of the 
total UN force. Leaders of countries such as Britain which sent 
troops became annoyed at the way General MacArthur and 


President Truman failed to consult them about important decisions 


in the war. 


SOURCE B 
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This cartoon by David Low, from the early days of the Korean 
War, approves of the firm action taken by the USA and sees UN- 
E action as an improvement on the work of the League of Nations. 


The Congo Crisis 1960-64 


The Congo is today known as Zaire. Before 1960 it was a Belgian colony. 
It became independent on 30 June 1960 and the country was soon 
thrown into chaos. The Belgian government had done very little to 
prepare the Congo for independence. All the important jobs in 
government, industry and the army were performed by white Belgians. 
For example, there was not a single black doctor in the whole country. 
This created a very difficult situation for the Prime Minister of the newly 
independent state, Patrice Lumumba. Almost immediately, trouble 
broke out. The white Belgian officers in the national army refused to 
promote any black Congolese men to join them as officers. The soldiers 
mutinied and attacked both their officers and other white people. 


The problems faced by Lumumba soon increased. The Belgian 
government sent paratroops to defend European people in the Congo. 
At the same time the copper-rich province of Katanga broke away from 
the rest of the Congo. The Katangan leader, Moise Tshombe, declared 
Katanga to be an independent state. Tshombe used white mercenaries 
to build up a new army in Katanga. He received support and 
encouragement from many Belgians and from Belgian mining 


companies who still wanted to have a presence in the new state. 


SOURCE C SOURCE D 


Patrice Lumumba became Prime 
Minister of Zaire in 1960 when it 
became independent from Belgium. 


Moise Tshombe, the leader of the 
break-away Katangan state. 


Lumumba turned to the United Nations for help. The Secretary- 
General of the UN was Dag Hammarskjöld. He was keen to take 
action because he wanted to show that the UN could bring peace to the 
trouble spots of the world. Following his advice, on 13 July 1960 the 
Security Council agreed to restore order in the Congo and 4,500 UN 
soldiers immediately flew out to the troubled African country. 
Eventually there was a force of 8,000 UN troops in the Congo. The 
Security Council ordered Belgium to withdraw its troops. The 
Belgians agreed to pull out of much of the country but they refused to 
leave Katanga. The UN forces were successful in restoring order in 
much of the country but they were not able to stop the fighting between 
the forces of Lumumba and those of Tshombe. Lumumba soon had a 
bitter argument with the UN about their role in the Congo. He wanted 
UN soldiers to attack Katanga and end Tshombe’s breakaway 
government. Hammarskjéld was not happy at the idea of the UN 


becoming involved in a civil war and he refused to invade Katanga. 


SOURCE E 


hee 


The Secretary-General of the UN, 
Dag Hammarskjöld. 
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Superpower mischief The end of the emergency 


The position of Hammarskjöld was undermined by each of the two By early 1961 UN intervention had not brought peace to the Congo. 


superpowers. They insisted on pursuing their own policies, With the help of white mercenaries, Tshombe remained in control of 
independent of the Security Council. The Soviet leader, Khrushchev, the breakaway region of Katanga. The Security Council tried to 
publicly criticised Hammarskjöld for not offering enough help to stop a civil war by announcing in February that, except for the UN 
Lumumba. The USSR wanted to show itself to be a friend of newly forces, all foreign troops must leave the country. Tshombe refused to 
independent countries and it strongly supported Lumumba. In co-operate. Hammarskjöld was killed in an air accident in the 
August Lumumba ignored the United Nations, turned directly to the Congo in September. The new Secretary-General was a Burmese 


Soviet Union, and tried to invade Katanga with Soviet help. Despite man called U Thant. He took a tougher line with Tshombe and in 


being a member of the Security Council, the government of the 


USSR disregarded UN policy and provided Lumumba with military 


aircraft for his invasion plan but the attack failed. 


A month later, in September 1960, Lumumba was overthrown by 


December 1961 UN troops began fighting the white mercenaries 
and other Katangan forces. By the end of 1962, after periods of 
negotiation and renewed fighting, the UN succeeded in expelling 


the mercenaries. In January 1963 the Katangan leader, Tshombe, 


one of his own army officers, Joseph Mobutu. The US government went into exile and the Congo was reunited. The UN had, at last, 
brought peace to the country but its own reputation 
had suffered. Some of the UN soldiers acted with 


brutality during the fighting in Katanga. People were 


gave secret support to Mobutu in his bid for power 


SOURCE F 


because they thought that he would be more pro-Western 


than Lumumba. Lumumba was eventually captured by 
unhappy at the sight of ‘peacekeepers’ involved in 


fighting. The UN forces left the Congo in 1964 anda 
year later Joseph Mobutu became President of the 


the forces of Tshombe and murdered in January 1961. 


The debate about how the UN should act in the Congo led 


to angry scenes at the United Nations General Assembly 


a5 united country. The Congo crisis was over but people 
meeting in September 1960. Khrushchev argued that 


H Kiald's job should be abolished. Deapiteth = ae : have disagreed ever since about whether the UN 
ammarskjold’s job should be abolished. Despite these ais 
Milks p Joseph Mobutu. operation was a success or a mistake. 


criticisms, Hammarskjöld remained in his post. 


THE CONGO CRISIS 1960-64 


e e 
E Area of Katanga Act ivity 
secession 1960-63 
@ UN bases from 
August 1960 


A Minerals 


CENTRAL AFRICAN REPUBLIC My = SUDAN 


1 Explain in your own words why 


trouble broke out in the Congo in 
1960. 


2 What did the United Nations do to 
end the crisis in the Congo? 


3 How did the superpower leaders 
undermine the efforts of the UN 
Secretary-General, Dag 


Hammarskjold? 


{ TANGANYIKA 
(Tanzania) 


4 How did UN policy change after 
the death of Hammarskjöld? 


Zg 
z 3 £ 5 In what ways did UN action 
a © 
ez succeed or fail in the Congo? 


REVIEW 


The work and success of the UN 


The UN was set up in 1945 by the winners of the Second | The changing face of the United Nations 


World War. The main features of the organisation were: 


| Inthe late 1940s and 1950s the General Assembly was dominated 

a large General Assembly with little power; by the United States. This began to change in the late 1950s as more 
a powerful Security Council with five permanent and African and Asian colonies became independent and joined the UN. 
ten (originally six) temporary members. In 1945 there were 51 members, by 1965 there were 118. Some of the 
4 new states were sympathetic to the USSR, many others were ‘non- 
aligned’. It became much more difficult for the USA to dominate the 


| BE E AND PROBLEMS General Assembly. The influence of the non-aligned countries 


The aims of the United Nations were stated in the 
United Nations Charter of June 1945: 


increased in 1971 when communist China joined the United 
Nations. Non-aligned countries played an increasing role in the 


agencies of the UN. In the 1980s the US government claimed that 


id : 
tp eheoutae peace and-aveide war; these agencies were anti-American. 


to develop international co-operation; 
to encourage economic and social progress; 
to promote respect for human rights. 


The UN has not been very successful in peace-keeping. 
The Security Council has been stopped from taking firm 
action because of the right of veto held by permanent 
members and the Cold War conflict between the USA 
and the USSR. 


UN AGENCIES 


In addition to peacekeeping, the UN has run a number 


of organisations to ensure economic and social 
progress and deal with a whole range of global | AUNarmy, led by the USA, fought the Korean War, 1950—53, 


The UN in Korea and the Congo 


problems. This aspect of the work of the UN has been | against communist North Korea and communist China. UN support | 

more successful than the its peacekeeping activities. for the war was only possible because the USSR was boycotting the 

Organisations include: | Security Council in 1950. The UN forces drove the communists out 
UNESCO -the United Nations Educational, of South Korea but were unable to conquer North Korea. 


Scientific and Cultural Organisation; The African state of the Congo (modern Zaire) was a Belgian 


UNICEF — the United Nations International Children’s colony. After independence in 1960 it was torn apart by civil war. 
aL afi: A UN force was sent to bring peace to the Congo. The leader of the 
ILO -the International Labour Organisation; breakaway province of Katanga, Tshombe, defied the UN. The 
WHO -the World Health Organisation; UN was criticised by the USSR for not doing enough. In 1961 the 
UNHCR -the United Nations High Commissioner for | UN took a tougher line with Katanga and finally reunited the 


Refugees. Congo in 1963. 


